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	Sunset over Berk

"You know," Hiccup yelled over the whistling wind. "You don't _have_ to stand! Believe it or not, I added the saddle to – " A strong gust cut him off, and Stormfly squawked beneath him. The Nadder was buffeted violently to one side, and Hiccup was forced to return his attention to keeping his seat. The source of his distraction let out a "WHOOP!" somewhere above him; he looked up, grinning. Astrid Hofferson, still standing in the saddle and with her braid whipping wildly in the wind, plummeted past them. Her balance was perfect: even as Toothless levelled, Hiccup saw her adjust her stance and ride it out. She might have been stood on a tree branch.  
>The Night Fury let out a warning cry, and she immediately dropped into a sitting position, slipping her foot back into the stirrup that manipulated the dragon's artificial tail-fin. They banked hard to the right, Toothless flapping to regain altitude, and slowed to allow Stormfly to catch up.<br>"How was that?" she called as they drew level.  
>"You know, it's a little hypocritical to get mad at me for testing my flight suit when you pull stunts like that on a dragon that would struggle to catch you if you fell!"<br>She stuck her tongue out at him. "Yeah, _if_ I fell!"  
>He had to concede, she made a good point. But still. "Well, I won't say I told you so - "<br>"You won't _have_ to!"  
>Laughing, Hiccup pulled Stormfly about and pointed them back to Berk. The ocean stretched out in all directions beneath them, a shining blue beneath the late afternoon sun. The island was not large, but it grew rapidly. Soon they were weaving through the maze of sheer cliffs and arches that surrounded it, and then they were soaring over dense forest. Hiccup gestured, and the two dragons veered east towards a rocky outcrop that overlooked the trees. Stormfly landed without ceremony, and he slid from her back, walking around to scratch her neck as Toothless touched down beside them.<br>"Nicely done milady," he commented as Astrid swung down from the saddle. "I'd say you were ready to try some acrobatics, but you, ah, seem to have taken the initiative there."  
>"Oh well, you know," she said archly, giving Toothless a vigorous rub behind the ears before sidling on over. "I am the second person <em>ever <em>to ride a Night Fury – I can only be a natural."  
>"And I'm sure all the private tuition has nothing to do with it?"<br>She smiled sweetly. "I sure it's helping a _little…" _She reached out suddenly and tried to jab him playfully in the ribs. "But I think my superior agility counts for more."  
>Hiccup staggered back to avoid her, chuckling. "If you insist, but in that case – "<br>They were interrupted by a loud squawk. The dragons were chasing each other back and forth around the outcrop. As they barreled past, a brightly coloured tail swept the Vikings' legs out from beneath them, and suddenly Hiccup was staring up at the sky, blinking stupidly. Astrid's laughter filled the air, and he tilted his head to see her sitting up. Wiping her eyes, she tilted her head, considering. "That's a good look for you, _Dragon Master,"_ she giggled. She got up smoothly, and reached down to help him up.  
>"Oh, well, you know I'm a great believer in getting knocked on my Viking ass by the dragons I'm supposed to be training," he replied sarcastically, checking his suit. "I swear sometimes they do it on purpose…"<br>"Oh leave them alone, it's cute!"  
>"Well, you'd know all about cute," he said absently, then he froze when he heard the words come out of his mouth. Reddening, he glanced up to see Astrid grinning back at him.<br>"And what's _that _supposed to mean?" she teased, although her ears seemed to have pinked, and her hand had unconsciously leapt up to brush a stray lock of hair out of her face.  
>Hiccup swallowed awkwardly. "I, uh - " <em>Odin's nutsack, Hiccup, change the subject! <em>He cast around for something. "Your turning."  
>She frowned. "What?"<br>"I mean, um," he cleared his throat. "When you try to turn Toothless, you throw your weight into it a little hard."  
>She was immediately attentive. There were two things in the whole world that were guaranteed to get Astrid's undivided attention: her axe-throwing, and her flying technique. <em>Well, <em>he amended mentally, _maybe three things. If that's not too big-headed of me.  
><em>"It's really important to lean into the turns," he went on, "but the Night Fury isn't like the Nadder. Stormfly is bulkier, so she flies slower but makes sharper turns. When you're flying Toothless, you can't throw your weight so hard – especially with his injury – because you might overbalance him." Astrid was nodding. She was focused entirely on his words; he felt another flush rising, and abruptly turned his head, clearing his throat to try and mask it. "So, ah, yeah when you're actually sitting in the saddle like a regular dragon-riding Viking warrior woman – "  
>"Wouldn't it help him turn, though?" She interrupted his sarcasm, still intent on bettering herself. He loved that about her. "Leaning harder?"<br>"Not if he isn't expecting it," Hiccup explained. "The more you fly him, the easier it'll be to predict one another. Your communication will improve, which will help…"  
>As they talked, he watched her intently. He traced the tiny crease in her brow that told him she was concentrating; he noted the way she subtly shifted her weight from one foot to the other. He watched the sun ripple across her intricately braided hair. It had been four years since they had fought the Red Death: four years since that magical first flight, since she had kissed him for the first time in the cove…<p>

They were officially a couple at this point, of course – the whole village knew. In fact, most of the time he wished the whole village had gone on _not _knowing, but Gobber interrupting a somewhat daring late-night visit by Astrid to the forge after dark had put an end to that. Hiccup winced internally at the memory of the following talk with his father: Gobber's natural tendency to exaggerate had sent the entire village into a flurry of gossip. Some of the things the other Vikings seemed to think they had done that night… He felt himself turning red at the thought, and tried to think of something else.

It was then, of course, that he realized that neither he nor Astrid had spoken a word in nearly a full minute; he was just gazing into a pair of large, amused eyes, set above slightly pinked cheeks.  
>"So, uh –" <em>What was I saying? Something about wind resistance? Did I show her my helmet? Dammit, Haddock, for a smart Viking you can be pretty storming foolish. <em>"In short, ah, you fly… good," he finished lamely, fiddling with a strap on his arm. _How is she always so confident? Every time I look at her I just clam up!_  
>"Oh, I fly good?" she repeated, her voice suddenly a nasal, unflattering imitation of his own. She was clearly fighting the urge to laugh. "Oh, me Astrid! Me glad me fly good, thank Hiccup for telling me fly so good – "<br>Laughter bubbled up inside him. He grinned at her.

_Fuck it._

He leapt at her, clapping a hand over her mouth. Caught unawares, Astrid let out a very un-Astrid-like yelp, and nearly fell. Laughing, fighting for balance, she pulled his hand away from her face and continued: "Oh NOW Hiccup want fight! Hiccup never want fight, Hiccup always too small for fight - "  
>"I'm as tall as you are, now!" he interrupted, pride wounded. "You know, I'm starting to think Gobber wasn't the only one spreading rumours that time!" He wrested his hand back and reapplied it to her mouth, sticking out his leg and shoving as he did so in an effort to trip her, and laughing the whole time. "We seem to have a new contender for biggest mouth on Berk<em> - AGH!"<br>_She licked his hand, and he recoiled instinctively. "Well, I never heard any of these nasty rumours," she teased. "Perhaps if you elaborated…?" He shoved again to hide his embarrassment, but she was just too good. With a wicked smile, she twirled, stepped neatly away, and kicked the leg out from under him. Overbalanced by his own momentum, Hiccup tottered over and fell flat on his face. A second later, he was joined by Astrid, groaning and rubbing her shin.  
>"You did that on purpose," she grumbled.<br>"_Hah," _he gasped as triumphantly as he could with a face full of dirt. He sat up, and winked at her. "No one ever expects the peg-leg!"

They sat together in silence for a while. After a little while, Astrid scooted close and began to pick another braid into his hair. He let her, enjoying the closeness. The dragons, who had been watching with some bemusement, wandered over. Toothless nuzzled his head against Hiccup's back, and he reached back to scratch the dragon affectionately. The sun was setting fully, now, casting a vibrant glow into the sky that turned clouds all manner of impossible hues, and silhouetting the distant village against the horizon.  
>Feeling Astrid release his hair, he shifted his weight and lay back against Toothless' flank. Astrid leaned forward and kissed him lightly on the cheek, which drew another stupid grin from him, then nestled against him, head on his shoulder. With a <em>wark! <em>of contentment that made all three of them jump, Stormfly hopped over and settled with her head in her rider's lap. Astrid laughed, rubbing the Nadder's horned snout.  
>They didn't move until well after the sun had fully vanished. As they watched it sink, Hiccup felt something that, four years ago, would have been entirely alien to him. After so long being pushed around and rejected for being the runt of the group, fifteen-year-old Hiccup could never in his wildest dreams have imagined the scene he found himself in now. He was just so… <em>happy.<em>  
>Though the night grew slowly colder, the warmth of the dragons, and of the girl he loved, surrounded him. As the clouds fled and the first stars began to appear, Hiccup closed his eyes.<p>

And he felt utterly at peace.


End file.
